
1932
5 stars
Trouble in Paradise
Two congenital jewel thieves of opposite sexes and a mouth-watering millionairess (mouth-watering not just for her millions) form a romantic and larcenous triangle in what's supposed to be Depression-era Europe. But the breathlessly sustained levels of artifice, insouciance, and cold-blooded wit carry it into a world all its own.
Vampyr
Carl Dreyer's ingenious, anomalous, experimental horror film, gropingly photographed by Rudolph Maté through a veiled camera that casts a milky haze over the haunted countryside. The vampire is a white-haired old lady; the hero is a nonplussed do-nothing dandy; and the prevailing mood is one of unprecedented malaise.
4 stars
Love Me Tonight
The introductory sequence, in which the rhythmic noises of early-morning Paris are worked into a massive musical number, is in the style of Disney's Silly Symphonies. In most other areas, this Rouben Mamoulian musical is in the style of Ernst Lubitsch (Mamoulian's musicals skip wildly in style, from the gritty naturalism of Applause to the giddy parody of The Gay Desperado to the epic extravagance of High, Wide, and Handsome to the pastel nostalgia of Summer Holiday to the cosmopolitan urbanity of Silk Stockings), and in its sly lasciviousness and its witty camera placements it is pretty well the equal of its model. With Maurice Chevalier, Jeanette MacDonald. (1932) 
3 stars
Blonde Venus
Dietrich, in her fifth film for von Sternberg, strips off a gorilla suit (to reveal a platinum Afro, among other things) and sings "Hot Voodoo." That aspect of her character is more swallowable than the aspect of Self-Sacrificing Wife and Single Mom. The hallucinatory vision of America's seamy side is what counts, not the character's "motivation." With Herbert Marshall and Cary Grant. (1932)
Freaks
Tod Browning's somewhat overvalued shocker, set amid the segregated population of a carnival sideshow. Stiff, heavy-handed, preachy, and often, with its primitive 1930 soundtrack, inaudible; but also curious, compassionate, and unsettling. Certainly not one of Irving Thalberg's run-of-the-mill projects for MGM.
1933
4 stars
The Invisible Man
Imaginative and technically adept retelling of the mad-scientist classic by H.G. Wells. The fabled wit of director James Whale picks its spots, but it's subservient to the painstaking and sometimes painful delineation of what life actually might be like for a man turned invisible with no way back. Claude Rains, Gloria Stuart, Una O'Connor. (1933)
3 stars
Bombshell
Jean Harlow plays patsy in this sharp-toothed comedy of a movie queen who squirms vainly under the thumb of her publicity agent. Lee Tracy, as the demonic puppeteer, knows what to do with Jules Furthman's gleaming dialogue; and Franchot Tone, as a sappy spoiled rich kid, arrives in time to perk up the wilting movie with some of its dizziest lines ("I'd like to run barefoot through your hair"). Directed by Victor Fleming. (1933) 
Duck Soup
The finale, a crescendo to an almost euphoric light-headedness, is a schizophrenic battle scene of abrupt time jumps and costume changes, and it disengages itself from logic far beyond the Marxes' usual tease-and-torment repartee. This is as high off the ground as the Brothers ever get. Directed by Leo McCarey.
King Kong
The 1933 original by Merian C. Cooper and Ernest B. Schoedsack (gorilla by Willis O'Brien) about the mammoth jungle beast brought back, in harness, to sophisticated Manhattan, where it throws a fit and gets pounded into the pavement for its natural impulses. The film has been matched in situation and certainly in special effects, and it retains its kingly status because of, more than anything else, its up-front place in the chronological line. Bruce Cabot, Fay Wray. (1933)
1934
5 stars
The Merry Widow
Ernst Lubitsch jumped from the Paramount lot, where he reigned supreme, to MGM for this one musical only. And to all of his lavish requests for re-creations of mythical kingdom and legendary Par-ee, the new studio did not know how to say no. Subsequently, this gargantuan dream, with hopes pinned on the eternity of the Jeanette MacDonald-Maurice Chevalier chemistry, fell on its face. Financially speaking, that is. Artistically, it's a beauty. Lubitsch's coy wit is as scintillating as it ever is; and there is also, stronger than ever, a just suppressed discontent beneath all the stiff and precise adherence to proper courtly form. And on a few occasions, there's a delirious feeling of truly letting loose: when Jeanette MacDonald first begins to sing, for instance, or when, for an even better instance, she first begins to dance. Una Merkel, George Barbier, Edward Everett Horton. (1934) 
4 stars
It Happened One Night
A pampered heiress jumps her father's yacht on the eve of her wedding, and sets off on a very educational tour of grassroots America, learning empirically about the art of hitchhiking, haystack-sleeping, donut-dunking and so forth, with a wiseguy newspaperman serving as her gruff guide to Real Life and True Love. A classic inverted-snob comedy by Frank Capra, with an occasionally inspired script by Robert Riskin. Clark Gable, Claudette Colbert. (1934)

3 stars
Broadway Bill
A "lost" or anyhow neglected Frank Capra film from the same year as It Happened One Night. (A Columbia film re-released, perversely enough, by Paramount!) All the old gang is reassembled -- scriptwriter Robert Riskin, photographer Joseph Walker -- and Warner Baxter is a more soulful, more careworn, more human Clark Gable. The racetrack setting affords plenty of opportunity for the Capra pastimes, fat-cat tail-pulling and little-man back-slapping, in addition to a nail-biting horse race. Remade as Riding High by Capra himself fifteen years later. Myrna Loy, Helen Vinson, Walter Connolly. (1934)

Toni
The static elements -- peasant costumes and provincial locales -- are more lifelike and life-sized than most times in Jean Renoir (are even cited as precedent for Italian neo-realism). The closer he gets to a central storyline and professional actors, the more he reverts to standard overpunctuation.
1935
5 stars
The Bride of Frankenstein
Certainly not the only, but perhaps the single greatest, exception to the rule about sequels never surpassing their forerunners. A lively and densely packed hour and a quarter, overrun by an unsuppressed sense of humor, it begins with a one-stormy-night prologue in which the story is resumed by Mary Shelley herself (Elsa Lanchester, who will reappear in the climax as the Bride), and it moves on to a frozen, thawed, and reheated Monster; to a madder scientist than young Dr. Frankenstein, an old buzzardly Dr. Praetorius (the incomparable Ernest Thesiger), with his miniaturized humans and all the best lines; to the violin-playing and cigar-smoking hospitable hermit whom Mel Brooks made such fun of in his less funny Young Frankenstein; and finally to that disastrous bit of laboratory matchmaking and the finger-in-the-electrical-socket hairdo. Music, sets, photography, all pitch in and do their share. With Boris Karloff, Colin Clive, Valerie Hobson, Una O'Connor; directed by James Whale. (1935)

Peter Ibbetson
Based on the George Du Maurier fantasy about two illicit lovers who, separated by prison walls, carry on their affair in their dreams. This ethereal Thirties romance is, in spite of — or because of — the masculine sobriety injected by action director Henry Hathaway and star Gary Cooper, something unique in the romantic cinema and a special favorite of the French surrealists (the transcendent reality of the dreamworld, the conquering power of the libido). With Ann Harding. (1935)

1936

4 stars
Modern Times
Charlie Chaplin's stubbornly delayed adjustment to sound moviemaking (solely for some stomach-growling sound effects and for a little ditty sung in gibberish) offers a slapstick treatment of the Expressionists' man-versus-machine anxieties. Doing this in 1936 is characteristic of Chaplin's foot-dragging throughout his career. A few of the "bits," such as the automatic feeding contraption, belong however in the Best-of-Chaplin anthologies. With Paulette Goddard. (1936) 

3 stars
A Day in the Country
The inspirations for Jean Renoir's thirty-some-minute featurette sit in high places: first, the bleak and cold naturalism of Maupassant, and second, the dappled lighting effects of the Impressionist painters. In Renoir's hands, however, a Maupassant gem, whose outstanding trait is hardness, turns into Silly Putty. Renoir likes softness, and he likes bounce. (1936)

1937

4 stars
The Awful Truth
Screwball comedy, screwed down more tightly than most, about a divorced couple who take the long way around to realizing how good they had it. By the beautifully crafted finale, the only things standing between them are an unsecurely closed door and a napping cat. And as long as you accept that Cary Grant and Irene Dunne are made for each other, and poor Ralph Bellamy is made for ridicule, there's nary a bump in the road. Directed by Leo McCarey. (1937) 


Young and Innocent
One of the less frequently mentioned (or seen) of Hitchcock's early British thrillers -- maybe just because the title contains less of a tingle. The rest of it contains as many tingles as any. The basic circumstance of a manhunt for an innocent man, himself hunting for the guilty man, is certainly idiomatic; there's good use of the British countryside as a hide-and-seek setting (echoes of The 39 Steps); and the plotline, from a Josephine Tey novel, has more than its share of ingenuities. Derrick de Marney, Nova Pilbeam, Basil Radford. (1937) 

3 stars
Pépé le Moko
Slow, atmospheric French crime drama, with a curious history: its U.S. release was blocked until three years after the Hollywood remake, Algiers. That, no doubt, had the effect of stunting its reputation over here, although Pauline Kael, with customary authority, nonetheless declared it "the greatest French romantic-gangster movie until Breathless." (Hard to argue with her if you hadn't considered Pépé great or Breathless romantic.) The real star of the show is not Jean Gabin (nor, in the remake, Charles Boyer, more than a match for Gabin), but rather the "labyrinth" of the Casbah: the thronging maze in which the well-groomed rat loses himself. Directed by Julien Duvivier. (1937) 

1938

5 stars
Olympia
This two-part documentary on the 1936 Berlin games, varying from straight news reportage to poetic montage on athletic grace, established several marks still unsurpassed in sports-movie history. The genius behind it is Leni Riefenstahl, better known for her Nazi propaganda piece Triumph of the Will. Out of the fierce nationalism that clouds the entire event, the individual feats and flubs of the competitors, the moviemaker's personal adoration of the body beautiful, and the technical mastery with which all this is managed, the movie elicits a phenomenal range of emotional responses. It is one of the Thirties movies to be most enriched by the passage of time: numerous images, as when the flags of WWII enemies-to-be are hoisted in unison for an awards ceremony, have since become supercharged. (1938) 

4 stars
La Grande Illusion
Renoir's celebrated WWI reverie on the vanishing aristocracy of blue-blooded military officers and the invincible fraternity of common fighting men. The film is constructed out of some of the most enduring and sentimental truisms about war; it achieves a fair number of unforgettable scenes (a smooth-cheeked young soldier dressing up in women's clothes for the hushed appreciation of his prison comrades; the interruption of the POW variety show with a spontaneous singing of "La Marseillaise"); and the actors -- Gabin, Fresnay, Von Stroheim -- are perhaps the once-in-a-lifetime cast they are reputed to be, but they nevertheless move at about the speed of oak trees and are just as haughty. (1938)

Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1938)   
Walt Disney's first feature-length cartoon has the wonderful sense of a pool of talents working at the top of their bent, holding nothing back. There is some canny borrowing of what works well in live-action movies, particularly the stuff on the Bloody Mary queen -- her shadowy Gothic castle (in the dungeon cell, a skeleton lies for eternity with an arm stretched through the bars toward an unreachable pitcher of water), her smoky magic mirror, her Mr. Hyde transformation into an old hag who's a ringer for Lionel Barrymore, and her demise in an exciting D.W. Griffith-ish cross-cutting climax. And the animation -- the density of the image, the depth of field, the singularized movements of the figures -- puts to shame practically all of today's scanty cartoons. (1938)

3 stars
The Adventures of Robin Hood
The athleticism in this Warner Brothers swashbuckler is shown to be of a dubious character when Eugene Pallette, built like an egg, outmaneuvers Errol Flynn in a five-minute stick fight on a foot-wide plank. From that moment, it is plain that the memorized moments in the Robin Hood legend are going to be reiterated dutifully, no matter how much stretching of probability and of imagination is required. Another instance: after setting up an archery contest expressly as a trap for Robin Hood, the heinous Prince and his henchmen fail to guess the identity of the bashful, hooded stranger until he dramatically splits an arrow in two in the center of the bull's-eye. It is not probability, however, but rather the overall rambunctiousness and the exquisite, jewelly color that spirit the viewer through to the climactic sword duel, with the two arch-rivals casting shadows thirty feet high inside a monstrous underground chamber. With Olivia De Havilland as Maid Marian, Alan Hale as Little John; two top contract cinematographers, Sol Polito and Tony Gaudio; and two top contract directors, Michael Curtiz and William Keighley. (1938)

Alexander Nevsky
Rather a conventional historical epic by Eisenstein, about a 13th-century Teutonic invasion of Russia. (The patriotic trumpetry undoubtedly was more stirring in 1938, with Hitler situated right next door.) Much of the work seems quite handsome and intricate, and much seems lifeless and overcalculated. Everything else aside, the climactic battle on the ice is well worth the wait. (1938)

Bringing Up Baby
Screwball comedy involving, among others, a paleontologist, a society girl with an uncorrectable high opinion of herself and an unstoppable word flow, a fox terrier who has stolen and buried a priceless brontosaurus bone, a big-game hunter, and a pet leopard whose temper can be soothed by the singing of “I Can’t Give You Anything But Love, Baby,” all of whom, plus others, come together at top volume for the finale in the sheriff’s office. The infectiousness of the thing doesn’t come so much from Howard Hawks’s directorial touch (he’s normally light on drama and ham-handed on comedy), but from the perfectly natural, unselfconscious, and idiosyncratic sense of humor. What Hawks finds funny is easy to identify because of the persistent re-surfacing of the same ideas in other movies: a bookworm for a hero; Cary Grant in women’s clothing; a woman oblivious to the fact that the back of her dress is missing; the nagging repetition of a person’s name until it begins to sound like an accusation; and so forth. With Katharine Hepburn, Charles Ruggles, Barry Fitzgerald. (1938) 

The Human Beast
Zola novel transformed by Renoir into some strong documentary material about trains and trainyards and some overwhipped, mushy histrionics from the leading man, Gabin. Later remade, and bettered, by Fritz Lang, under the title Human Desire. (1938) 

The Lady Vanishes
Mystery-comedy on a continental train, with rather too heavy an emphasis (if this isn't a contradiction in terms) on the comedy element — namely on Basil Radford and Naunton Wayne as the stereotypical Englishmen Abroad. The Hitchcock "touch" is in evidence (the slight irregularity in the nun's garb), but the …

1939

4 stars
Rules of the Game
Jean Renoir's timely, finger-wagging comedy of manners about the French leisure class and its pastime pursuits, pre-WWII, offers a good deal more than the prologue promise of simple entertainment. It is more shrewdly conceived than normal for Renoir and more splendrously dressed and decorated. The acting, however, conforms to the customary, fey, hippity-hoppity gait, with Renoir himself, in the role of old-faithful Octave, setting the pace. With Marcel Dalio, Gaston Modot, and Roland Tutain. (1939) 

Stagecoach
John Wayne's star-making role, the Ringo Kid, and the beginning of a long partnership (a dozen more starring roles) with director John Ford — a heavyset Western, bulked up from an Ernest Haycox short story, with broad characterizations, picture-postcard backgrounds, and a lurching, jostling pace. Monument Valley, Ford's regular haunt, was not yet a cliché and a crutch. Claire Trevor, Thomas Mitchell, George Bancroft, John Carradine, Donald Meek. (1939) 

The Women
The sharp-tongued Clare Booth Luce play about high-society ladies in posh Manhattan apartments and on a Nevada dude ranch for divorcées — it's very glinty, highly polished MGM trash, directed by George Cukor. The all-female cast, heavyweight division, includes Norma Shearer, Joan Fontaine, Joan Crawford, Rosalind Russell, Paulette Goddard, and Marjorie Main, and among those catty combatants there are more roars and screeches and crunches than in a demolition derby. (1939) 

Wuthering Heights
Sam Goldwyn's production of the Emily Brontë novel (or part thereof) plays up the already overlarge element of pulp-gothic in it. On that level, it is well done. In particular the darkly glowering Laurence Olivier does well. As does Alfred Newman with his achingly Tchaikovskian accompaniment. Merle Oberon, though, is no more at home in the heather than the heather is at home in the California hills. With David Niven and Geraldine Fitzgerald; directed by William Wyler. (1939) 


